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Introduction: The Evolution of a Personal Oeuvre 

The extensive oeuvre of Paul Merkus is best understood as a uniquely personal musical diary, one 
in which life events serve as the primary catalysts for creation. Across four decades, his 
compositional output has been inextricably linked to personal milestones, familial relationships, 
artistic collaborations, and even professional challenges. To trace the evolution of his music—
from intimate chamber works to grand orchestral statements—is to follow the narrative of his life. 
To truly understand the compositions, one must first appreciate the personal stories, affections, 
and inspirations encoded within them. 

1. The Early Period (1983-1986): Foundational Works and Formative Influences 

Paul Merkus’ initial foray into composition laid the essential groundwork for his musical language. 
This formative period is defined by an intimate focus on chamber music, a natural extension of 
his own musical activities. The works from this era, primarily for flute and piano, reveal the core 
elements of his style and the personal inspirations that would remain central to his creative 
process for decades to come. 

• 1.1. The Inaugural Opus Merkus’ catalogue begins in January 1983 with Sarabande (Op. 1). 
Its origin as a piece for two flutes was a direct reflection of his frequent playing of flute duets 
at the time. The composer notes that the work's primary melodic idea is built on the tension 
created by repeating the same note before resolving into a more traditional sarabande 
melody. Recognizing the harmonic limitations of a duet, he immediately created 
arrangements for flute and piano. He would later revisit the work, creating a third version with 
a more fully realized and contrapuntal piano part to better serve the composition's harmonic 
ambitions. 

• 1.2. Choral and Lyrical Inspirations His active participation in the student choir "Vokollage" 
proved to be a significant artistic influence. This is most evident in Een vijfde redeloos 
gezang (Op. 6), a choral piece whose title directly references Albert de Klerk's "Vier Redeloze 
zangen," a work Merkus had studied and performed with the choir. The piece was later 
performed by Vokollage on June 4, 1987, under the direction of Louis Buskens. His choral 
experience also shaped his instrumental writing; he cites the inspiration of Giuseppe Verdi's 
"Stabat Mater," which he was studying with the choir, on the melodic character of 
his Allegretto for flute and piano (Op. 7). 

• 1.3. Early Collaborations and a Culminating Work The importance of personal musical 
relationships is evident from the very beginning of his career. An early collaboration with 
vocalist Annemieke Buter resulted in two songs set to her texts: Dat jij daar ontstond (Op. 8) 
and Waaiende tranen (Op. 10). This initial period of creative activity culminated in his most 
substantial work of the era, the three-part Sonata per flauto e pianoforte (Op. 9). Composed 
in February 1986, this sonata represents a synthesis of the musical ideas he had explored in 
his first few years as a composer. 

• 1.4. An Abrupt Hiatus Following the completion of his early works in the summer of 1986, 
Merkus entered a nearly eight-year hiatus from composition. He directly attributes this long 
pause to a shift in his personal life, which began in August of that year and demanded his full 
attention. 



This foundational period, defined by flute and voice, gave way to a long silence, broken only when 
a friendly challenge prompted a return to the instrument that would define his second chapter: 
the solo piano. 

 

2. A New Beginning: The Piano Works of the 1990s 

Paul Merkus returned to composition in 1994, marking a significant restart to his creative journey. 
This new phase was characterized by a distinct focus on the solo piano, an exploration sparked 
not by a grand design, but by a simple, friendly challenge. The piano works of this decade reveal 
a composer rediscovering his voice and systematically expanding his technical and formal 
ambitions. 

• 2.1. The Catalyst for Return The nearly eight-year compositional silence was broken in 
September 1994 with the creation of LeapFrog (Op. 15). The piece was the direct result of a 
challenge from his colleague, Hans Bouwmeester. After Merkus claimed he could write better 
than a composer Bouwmeester admired, he was prompted to prove it. This friendly dare 
served as the necessary catalyst, reigniting his passion for composing and launching a new, 
prolific period. 

• 2.2. Exploration of the Piano Following LeapFrog, Merkus dedicated much of the 1990s to 
exploring the expressive possibilities of the solo piano. This resulted in a series of concise, 
characterful works that define the period: 

o Picardië (Op. 16) 

o Elégie (Op. 17) 

o Sixties (Op. 20), described by the composer as a "sexten-etude," 
or a study in the harmonic interval of a sixth. 

o Intermezzo (Op. 21) (1998-1999) 

• 2.3. Developing Complexity and Form Towards the end of the decade, his piano writing grew 
in ambition and scale. He began to engage more deeply with complex classical structures, 
moving beyond single-movement character pieces. The three-movement work Sonatine, 
Nocturne, Finale (Op. 23) demonstrates a clear engagement with multi-part forms, 
while Variaties (Op. 24) is a fully realized theme-and-variations piece, showcasing a 
sophisticated handling of thematic development. 

• 2.4. A Personal Vocal Landmark The most significant vocal work from this era 
is Stormen (Op. 22), a powerful song written for the 1999 wedding of his sister, Marloes. Its 
premiere took place in a Greek Orthodox chapel on the island of Samos where instrumental 
music was forbidden, necessitating an a cappella performance. The piece, however, would 
acquire a far deeper resonance years later. In the last weeks of her life, the song came to mean 
even more to Marloes, and she listened to it frequently. At her request, Stormen was played 
at her funeral, its text proving profoundly appropriate once more. The work thus serves as a 
poignant testament to his music's role as a lifelong companion, bookending a cherished 
sibling relationship through both celebration and grief. 



Having re-established his voice and honed his craft at the keyboard, Merkus was poised to enter 
his most prolific and collaborative decade, turning his compositional energy outward to new 
partnerships, instruments, and the inspirations of a growing family. 

 

3. Diversification and Collaboration (The 2000s) 

The 2000s heralded a period of remarkable artistic expansion for Paul Merkus. His compositional 
focus broadened significantly beyond the solo piano to embrace a wide range of vocal music, 
chamber ensembles, and deeply personal works inspired by his family. This decade was defined 
by prolific creation and a spirit of collaboration, resulting in a rich and varied body of work. 

• 3.1. The Voice as an Instrument Vocal music became a cornerstone of his output during this 
period, largely driven by a series of fruitful partnerships. 

o The Toos van Raaij Partnership: His collaboration with poet Toos van Raaij was 
particularly productive, leading to a substantial collection of works for choir and solo 
voice. Their joint creations include: 

 Otherwise (Op. 32) 

 Wijs mij de plek (Op. 33) 

 Light the Light (Op. 36) 

 Child of the Rainbow (Op. 37) 

 Into the Bliss (Op. 39) 

 The ambitious song Flucht der Sehnsucht (Op. 42) 

o Brabant Lieder Cycle: Merkus also engaged with his local heritage by 
composing Kleyne rymen oover vogels (Op. 34), a four-part lieder cycle. The work, set 
to poems in the Brabant dialect, was written for a competition organized by the 
Noordbrabants Genootschap. 

• 3.2. Music for Family and Friends The intimate connection between Merkus’ life and his 
music is powerfully illustrated by the works he wrote for his children. The idea for the piano 
piece De kikkervis (Op. 27) emerged on an afternoon in 2001 while he was at the piano with 
his then five-year-old son, Bart. For his daughter, Esther, he wrote several piano works, 
including Sonatinine & Romance (Op. 44) and the tender Berceuse (Op. 52). His son's study 
of the cello later inspired him to compose his first cello sonata, the three-movement Lyrique, 
Adagio, Vivace (Op. 60), demonstrating how his family's own musical journey directly fueled 
his creative output. 

• 3.3. Expanding the Instrumental Palette During this decade, Merkus returned to writing 
instrumental chamber music with renewed vigor, exploring new combinations of 
instruments. The Trumpet Voluntary (Op. 38) stands out as his first work for trumpet and 
piano, written for a colleague. He also revisited his original focus on the flute, 
composing Rengaine (Op. 45), his first significant work for flute and piano in twenty years. 
This return to chamber music showcased a mature composer applying his refined style to a 
broader instrumental palette. 



This rich decade of vocal and chamber diversification laid the groundwork for his most ambitious 
artistic leap, as new technologies in the following years would finally grant him the tools to explore 
the grand symphonic canvas he had long envisioned. 

 

4. The Orchestral Turn and Recent Works (Late 2010s - Present) 

Paul Merkus’ most recent compositional phase is defined by a decisive and ambitious shift 
towards orchestral writing. This development was significantly enabled by the adoption of new 
music technology, which opened a world of symphonic possibilities. This era is also marked by a 
renaissance of artistic partnership, leading to a series of vibrant new vocal and chamber works. 

• 4.1. Embracing the Orchestra The symphony orchestra has become the primary canvas for 
Merkus’ recent creative explorations. 

o The Role of Technology: The composer notes that his adoption of the music 
composition software StaffPad was a key enabler for this orchestral turn. This tool 
provided him with the means to score and audition complex orchestrations, as 
mentioned in the notes for works like Coeur Battant (Op. 79) and Versets 
Symphoniques (Op. 84). 

o Reimagining the Catalogue: A significant part of his recent process involves 
revisiting and arranging earlier solo and chamber works for orchestra. This practice of 
re-orchestration breathes new life into his catalogue, with pieces like LeapFrog (Op. 
15), Variaties (Op. 24), Caméléon (Op. 28), and Dialogue (Op. 51) being reimagined 
with a full symphonic palette. 

o New Symphonic Compositions: Alongside these arrangements, Merkus has 
composed a growing body of original orchestral music. Notable examples include the 
collection of short pieces titled Versets Symphoniques (Op. 84) and the four-part 
seasonal suite Shades (Op. 96), which demonstrate a confident and idiomatic 
approach to symphonic writing. 

• 4.2. A Renaissance of Partnership Collaboration remains a vital force in his work, leading to 
a number of significant new commissions and co-productions. 

o Vocal Collaborations: He has engaged in fruitful new partnerships, particularly with 
lyricist Manja Geijsel. Their collaborations include the choral work Wayfaring (Op. 75) 
and specific commissioned pieces for the Arianna vocal quintet, such as Amor's fire. 

o Commissioned Works: His work with the Arianna quintet has resulted in a series of 
commissioned pieces (Op. 88), including Welkom bij Arianna, Flowers for Men, and 
the Christmas song Bright light from a star afar. These works have enjoyed successful 
premieres and a positive critical reception. 

o Peer Composition: His engagement with the contemporary composing community 
is highlighted by his co-production of the choral piece Make me be seen with fellow 
composer Joachim Hafergut, illustrating an ongoing dialogue with his artistic peers. 

This recent era showcases a composer at the height of his powers, confidently embracing large-
scale forms and continuing to find inspiration in the collaborative creation of music. 

 



5. Compositional Philosophy and Signature Style 

Across the decades and diverse instrumentations of his career, Paul Merkus’ music is unified by 
a consistent and recognizable stylistic signature. His compositional philosophy is rooted in a 
clear harmonic language, distinct textural preferences, and a creative process that embraces 
revision and reinterpretation as core tenets. 

• 5.1. Harmonic Language A defining characteristic of Merkus’ sound is his frequent use of 
large-seventh chords. As he explains in his notes for works like Allegretto (Op. 
11), Dialogue (Op. 51), and Miniature #4 (Op. 102), he does not treat these chords as 
traditional dissonances requiring resolution. Instead, he views them as a source of 
"colouring," a way to enrich the harmonic texture and create a sound world that is both 
modern and warmly expressive. 

• 5.2. Pianistic Texture His writing for the piano features several signature textures. The most 
prominent is the use of flowing, broken-chord accompaniments in the left hand, a feature 
that provides harmonic support and rhythmic momentum in pieces such as Proximité (Op. 
56) and Aurore (Op. 77). He contrasts this lyrical texture with other devices, such as the 
percussive "klopmotief"—a series of pulsating, repeated bass notes—used to build tension 
in works like Dialogue (Op. 51). 

• 5.3. Structural and Formal Preferences Merkus often returns to specific musical forms to 
structure his ideas. He shows a clear affinity for the "theme and variations" structure, which 
provides a framework for both unity and invention in works like Variaties (Op. 24) 
and Cameleon (Op. 28). Another recurring feature is his use of a powerful, grand "maestoso" 
style for climactic sections, bringing a sense of gravitas and resolution to pieces 
like LeapFrog (Op. 15) and Impromptu #4 (Op. 57). 

• 5.4. The Principle of Revision and Rearrangement A core element of Merkus’ creative 
process is the practice of revisiting and rearranging his own compositions. Far from being an 
afterthought, this act of re-imagination is central to his work. This is evident from his very first 
piece, Sarabande (Op. 1), which exists in multiple versions for different instrumental forces. 
Later examples like Quadryptique (Op. 26), which has been arranged for four different 
ensembles, and Gymnopédie (Op. 72), with at least six distinct versions, illustrate that he 
views his compositions not as fixed artifacts, but as living musical ideas capable of thriving 
in new instrumental contexts. 

Conclusion: A Personal and Evolving Legacy 

Paul Merkus’ musical journey charts a compelling path of continuous growth, from a composer 
of intimate chamber music to a confident writer for the full orchestra. His career has been marked 
by distinct periods of focus—on the flute, the piano, the voice, and now the orchestra—yet unified 
by a consistent stylistic voice and an unwavering commitment to personal expression. The 
dedications, collaborations, and family milestones embedded within his work transform his 
extensive catalogue from a mere collection of pieces into a vivid musical diary. It stands as a 
testament to a lifetime of artistic curiosity, meaningful personal connections, and the enduring 
power of an evolving creative spirit. 


